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long period of time. But, on the whole, plateaux are to be
expected. What is their explanation?
Bryan and Harter experimented on the learning of tele-
graphy, which is not a simple habit, but rather a hierarchy of
habits, the later and more complex rising out of the earlier and
more simple. There is, first of all, the letter-habit, then the
word-habit, and, finally, the phrase-habit, each built on the
one which precedes it. These investigators believe that when a
plateau appears some higher form of habit is being attempted
before the earlier one on which it is based has been perfected,
and that the plateau continues until the lower-order habits are
made automatic. Plateaux may be due to a shifting back and
forward between rival methods; they may also be due to dis-
couragement, boredom, or the disappearance of interest. It is
important to realize that, taking a long view, plateaux do not
necessarily represent a halt in the learning process. Although
performance for a time does not improve, it may well be that
necessary consolidation of the engram-complexes is going on
beneath the surface.
The learner must get away from the plateau if his skill is to
improve. If Bryan and Harter are correct an important factor
in his doing so must be the perfecting of the lower-order habits.
But further advance is almost certain to be made if he makes an
effort or reacquires interest in his task. Frequently he adopts
some device which his random efforts have proved to be fruit-
ful. There is some doubt, however, whether conscious or un-
conscious adoption of good methods is the more successful.
Perhaps, as Swift maintains, the good method is found by
chance, but it is only when the learner adopts it consciously
that an advance is made.
Quite probably plateaux are due to more than one cause,
and methods of getting away from them may vary consider-
ably. It seems only common sense not to allow the learner to
become habituated in bad methods, but rather to suggest good
ones. He may not find the best method by random trial and
error, and variations in his method may fail to make their ap-
pearance at all. But clearly a suggestion will be most effective
if it is made at the psychological moment, when the need for it